The Beja Tribes of the Red Sea Hinterland
King Ptolemy Philadelphia, sent down a Captain specially
selected for his tact and knowledge of Beja ways. Thus
came the first white man to the Beja Country. The
Ptolemaic mariners crept from inlet to inlet and the
classical geographers record names of a hundred tiny
harbours on the Bisharin and Amarar coast, many of
which can be identified to-day. But then, as now, the
Beju were stubborn landlubbers. Although they graze
their herds along 400 miles of shore and some of their
camels even drink sea-water, they have always turned
their backs on the Red Sea and " lifted their eyes unto
the hills." With few exceptions, e.g., the tiny Kanirab
sub-section of the Bisharin and the semi-Bej a beach-
combers of Aqiq, they do not fish nor do they possess
boats, and where the Hijazi and Massawan mariners have
Arabic names for every little headland and creek, there
are only Beidawi names for the main features of the
littoral. A seaplane tour of the Red Sea reefs and islands
in 1932 found fishermen and pearl-divers from Arabia,
Somaliland and Eritrea, but very few Beja.
During this period (300—200 b.c.) the Ptolemies probably
foisted on the Beja the state religion of Ms and Serapis
which flourished side by side with the tribal faiths. These
latter seem to have included ancestor worship, astrology,
and stone worship of some sort. But in spite of the
persistent infiltration of Ptolemaic traders, sailors, hunters,
miners, the Hellenistic culture of that dynasty appears
to have had as little effect on the Beja as the Roman
fashions of the late Meroitic Court, whose Kong Amon-
rejias carved his name on a stele in the time of Christ,
as " Hereditary King of the Frontier of Egypt and of
Atbai-land, prince of Kush and Napata." One wonders
how many of the Bisharin in Wadi Allagi and on the
slopes of Elba knew who Amon-renas was.
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